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ABSTRACT
Neil, Rachel Corinne. Strictly Ballroom: Examining how the Culture of Collegiate Ballroom
Dance Influences Body Image Perceptions. Unpublished Master of Arts thesis, University
of Northern Colorado, 2020.
The purpose of this study was to examine the influence that collegiate ballroom dance
programs have on participants’ body image perception and self-esteem and to identify what sort
of effect those perceptions have on performance satisfaction. In this project the researcher
surveyed twenty-four students, ten males and fourteen females, who were presently involved in a
collegiate ballroom dance program with a goal of identifying what sort of influence the culture of
their ballroom dance programs had on each participant’s body image and self-esteem. The
research instrument used in this study was an electronic survey that included yes or no questions,
numerical scale questions, and short answer questions. Both quantitative and qualitative methods
were utilized to analyze data in this study.
Limitations to this study include the survey questions and the number of participants. The
survey was created by the researcher in an attempt to be unbiased, but it was not tested for
validity or reliability. The total number of participants was also very limited possibly due to
universities and colleges throughout the country transitioning to virtual learning to mitigate the
effects of the coronavirus pandemic which occurred at the time of distribution of the survey. All
participants except one completed the survey while still attending school in person.
An analysis of the data suggested that there is no specific ballroom influence on body
image perception and self-esteem in most participants. Although almost all the participants noted
that their appearance does influence their performance satisfaction and feelings in costumes,
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there was no data to suggest their collegiate ballroom dance programs had any sort of influence
on this perception. Recommendations for further research would include focusing on competitive
collegiate ballroom dance programs or including a survey question that asks about years
involved in dance or competitive involvement. The research questions that were the focus of this
study were:
Q1

In what ways does the culture of collegiate ballroom dance programs promote a
specific body image perception?

Q2

To what degree does body image perception influence performance satisfaction
and self-esteem?
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Goal of Thesis
Ballroom dance has a unique and specific culture with its own social rules and languages,
codes and hierarchies, and celebrities, that remain foreign and unknown to the ‘outsider’ (Marion
26). Although ballroom dancers may be from all around the world, the culture of ballroom dance
stays consistent throughout time; cultural anthropologist Jonathon Marion suggests that this
shared culture could be why two dancers might easily dance together even if they do not share
the same language. The culture of ballroom dance, “informs the meanings of bodily movement,
display and performance- including clothing, grooming and costuming with which those bodies
are presented” (25-6).
Body image and dance have often been thought to coincide. Multiple studies have shown
dancers at the professional and pre-professional level consistently strive for a thin, diminutive
physique, often starting as young as six years old (Albano 6). According to the American
Psychological Association, negative body image is a principal component and predictor of a
variety of health problems such as depression, obesity, body dysmorphic disorder, and eating
disorders. Dancers have often been considered a high-risk group for eating disorders (Danis et al.
856). Although the exact cause of eating disorders is unknown, the most empirically supported
theory explains that:
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the acquisition and maintenance of body-image disturbance is the sociocultural theory.
This theory’s premise is that social pressures are the catalyst for people’s desire to
conform to unrealistic physical standards. (Hausenblas and Fallon 34)
Based on Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory as presented in his works on psychological
development in children, the culture of ballroom dance could potentially push dancers to
conform to a specific body type.
The goal of this study was to examine how the culture of ballroom dance, specifically at a
collegiate level, influences an individual’s perception of body image and the ways that this
culture dictates, and perhaps, perpetuates a particular body image and to what degree such
perception influences self-esteem amongst dancers. The essential questions addressed in this
project were:
Q1

In what ways does the culture of collegiate ballroom dance programs promote a
specific body image perception?

Q2

To what degree does body image perception influence performance satisfaction
and self-esteem?

Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the culture of ballroom dance and what
influence this culture has on the participant’s body image perception and self-esteem. This study
focused on collegiate ballroom dance culture and the influence participation in these dance
programs may have on the dancers’ body image perceptions and self-esteem.
The two major influences found to be associated with body image are body perception
and body satisfaction (Danis et al. 856). Although exercise is often associated with a more
positive body image, dance has not been found to have that same positive body association
(Hausenblas and Fallon 35). Learning dance requires heightened attention to the body and
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dancers can feel more pressure to maintain a specific body image (Fonesca et al. 497). This
pressure may result in a negative body image for the dancers involved.
The desire for dancers to have a “perfect” body can induce negative body image and lead
to a series of maladaptive behaviors such as low self-esteem, eating disorders, and depression;
this can also have an impact on quality of life (Danis et al. 856). The social pressures that can
influence a dancer’s desire to conform to unrealistic physical standards can come from a variety
of influence such as teachers, ballroom dance partners, fellow dancers, and overall cultural
expectations. The inability to obtain the aesthetic standard in dance can lead to an increased
prevalence of body image disturbance (Hausenblas and Fallon 34). This body image disturbance,
regardless of the cause, often influences and affects all aspects of the dancer’s life.
The culture of ballroom dance may be the cause of this strong desire to conform to a
specific body image as it has always had a very defined culture that can dictate various parts of a
dancer’s life (Aldrich). This culture has specific and historical codes of conduct dating back to
1923 when Helene Davis wrote the Complete Guide to Dancing, covering such topics as:
Deportment; Etiquette for the Ballroom; Introductions; Asking a Lady to Dance; The Bow; and
The Curtsy, proving the point that “Ballroom dancing has always been about more than just
ballroom dancing” (Marion 20). Ballroom dance isn’t just an art form, activity, or sport;
ballroom dance is a code of conduct and has been used as a link to indicate class (Marion 26).
The culture of ballroom dance could guide and determine the participant’s behaviors in other
aspects of their life.
Significance of Study
This study addresses the culture of collegiate ballroom dance and the influence it has on
dancer body image and the subsequent impact this has on their self-esteem. Because negative
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body image is often tied to low self-esteem (Clay et al. 455), this study set out to examine if the
culture of ballroom dance influences the dancers body image perceptions.
Body image is defined as the perceptions, thoughts, and emotions that an individual has
about their body; "body image is multidimensional, comprising cognitive, behavioral, and
emotional components” (Walter and Yanko 241). It is not static and can be influenced by many
things. Negative body image often refers to body dissatisfaction as well as an excessive
investment in one’s physical appearance (Albano 4). One’s body image can affect personal and
professional interactions in their day to day lives (Barr and Oliver 101). Negative body image is
a principal component and predictor of a variety of health problems and is often associated with
low self-esteem, unhealthy mental conditions, and eating disorders (Danis et al 856). Negative
body image perception can have a variety of influences and can impact an individual’s life and
well-being.
Dancers have been found to be at a greater risk than other athletes and non-athletes for
eating disorders (Walter and Yanko 246). This risk can be increased or dependent upon the level
of competitiveness, culture, and age (Walter and Yanko 242). Dancers face pressure from the
industry to adhere to a specific body shape, perhaps because dance is considered an aesthetic
sport (Lees et al. 76). Because the appearance of the competitor is judged with the performance,
competitors are encouraged to have a specific appearance to more effectively appeal to a judge
or audience (Langdon 290). Dancers’ bodies have often been objectified and compared against
arbitrary standards (Barr and Oliver 102). Achieving and maintaining the ‘perfect body’ becomes
a standardized ideal that serves as an evaluation tool for students (Barr and Oliver 101).
Body image perception can be an important aspect of overall well-being; negative body
image can lead to various health issues or mental health issues. Dancers typically are at a higher
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risk for negative body image and the culture, and the competitiveness they are surrounded by can
increase their chances of having a negative body image, which can lead to eating disorders. This
study looked at the specific culture of ballroom dance, specifically at a collegiate level, to
discover what sort of influence that culture has on the body image perception of the individuals
involved.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Ballroom Dance
Ballroom is a style of dance in which two people dance as partners, one leading and one
following. Ballroom dances can be classified by timing, style, and footwork into four general
categories (Pledger 62). These four categories are: standard/smooth, latin and rhythm, club
dances, and folk/country dances. The two main competitive divisions of ballroom dance are
International Latin dances, which includes cha-cha, samba, rumba, paso doble, and jive, and
International Standard dances (sometimes referred to as Ballroom dances), which consist of
waltz, foxtrot, Viennese waltz, tango, and quickstep.
The other two competitive dance divisions found only in the United States are American
Smooth dances, which include the waltz, foxtrot, tango, and Viennese waltz and American
Rhythm dances consist of rumba, mambo, bolero, cha-cha, and swing. The difference between
Standard and Smooth dances are a slight variance in tempi and that within the Smooth dances the
partners can separate from a closed position. The differences between Latin and Rhythm are a
slight change in tempi and varied techniques involving leg action with Rumba differing in both
basic timing and basic step pattern (Murray).
Other dances that fall into the partnered dance category include the lindy hop, nightclub
two-step, west coast swing, hustle, merengue, salsa, and Argentine tango. Examples of
folk/country dances are polka and two-step. Ballroom dance can be done for recreational
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purposes, national and international competitions (known as DanceSport), or performed in
theatrical contexts.
Traditionally, ballroom dance has been a recreational hobby for privileged social classes
(Garrett). Currently, ballroom dance can be accessible to anyone, with classes and clubs all
around the world. Once a dancer knows the basics of various ballroom dances they can go to a
class or ballroom anywhere and make a connection due to the shared knowledge of dance norms
and behaviors (Marion 4). A study completed by dance ethnographer, Joanna Bosse, focused on
new ballroom dancers in Illinois noting that they wanted to learn ballroom dance because they
had “aspirations of becoming graceful, physically and sexually proficient and healthy individuals
with deep and satisfying connections with others” (3). This idea of grace and health goes back as
far as 1914 when Vernon and Irene Castle, a famous husband-and-wife ballroom team, described
ballroom dance as the “personification of refinement, grace, and modesty” (18).
In partnered dancing, the role of the leader is to initiate movement by signaling the
follower: this can be done by the change of hand or body position, pressure in a certain area, or
the change of frame (the body shape maintained by dancers). The role of the follower is to accept
and respond to the leader’s stimulus, requiring both dancers to have social intelligence and
cognitive flexibility (Pledger 62). Some of the appeal and excitement of ballroom dance is based
on the ability of the leader to show physical strength in lifting and maneuvering their partner, and
the follower showing grace while being lifted and led (Swartz et al 1090).
History of Ballroom Dance
Ballroom dance became increasingly popular in fifteenth century Europe, evolving
alongside chivalry; the French royal court used ballroom dance and balls as “ideally conspicuous
displays of royal ostentation and political power” (Marion 31). Balls were used to link class and
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dance with dance masters, who were recognized as experts of dance and of proper social
behavior (Hammond 144). Ballroom dance was utilized to show awareness of the latest fashions
and to display mastery of behavior (Aldrich). These qualities were required for acceptance in
society (Marion 32). In 1533 Catherine de’ Medici held extravagant balls as both royal
celebrations and political displays (Hammond 145), bringing to light how Ballroom dance was
used as a vehicle to reveal more about society and class and less about the dance itself.
In the eighteenth century, dance instruction manuals and etiquette books were published
to enlighten a growing middle class who would not have been able to have a dance master teach
them (Aldrich). These manuals were able to reach Europeans and European colonists in the
Americas, and covered various topics such as, organizations of balls, the protocol of invitations,
introductions, choice of dances, appropriate ballroom conversation, and the handling of
silverware in the supper room (Aldrich). These manuals were able to educate a group of people
that would not have known this etiquette originally. After the French Revolution, the middle
class (bourgeoisie) expanded its influence and its taste for entertainment and dance (Kassing
104).
In the nineteenth century the waltz became popular and spread from Germany to France
and England. It was considered scandalous at the time because of the close embrace between the
two dancers but remained a prominent ballroom dance throughout the nineteenth century
(Russell 3). Attending a ball in the nineteenth century required adherence to a strict code of
etiquette for both men and women, and because of this, at the turn of the century the Victorian
ball lost its appeal (Kassing 156). In the early twentieth century ballroom dance began gaining
popularity in America as interest was boosted by celebrity exhibition dancers, Vernon and Irene
Castle (Garrett). Vernon changed social dance from a set sequence of steps to a series of moves
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and figures in which men led and women followed (Kassing 158), opening dance studios to
make this change in social dance flourish (Garrett). The Castle’s gave dance a fresh, wholesome
appeal that increased people’s interest in dance, as well as quelled anti-dance protesters who
believed partner dancing would lead to intimacy and loose morals (Kassing 159).
Dance gained such popularity in the United States that in the 1920s over half of the
public schools taught some form of partner dance (Pledger 61). Dance trends followed music
trends so with the rise of big band in the 1930s, swing and Lindy hop became all the rage
(Kassing 178). Ballroom dancing was part of society; it was shaped by cultural and social
influences (Harmon 8), an example of this was during the Second World War, ballroom dance
was used as a way of encouraging femininity at a time where more women were performing
traditionally masculine roles as a part of the war effort (9). At this time ballroom dancing became
an important social and recreational past time (Kassing 178).
In the 1960s and 1970s, the defiant attitude that marked the sexual revolution was
incompatible with the traditional gender roles in ballroom dance (Lieb and Bulman 604) and
caused partner dancing to become less important and utilized as a way to meet or court potential
romantic partners (Kassing 221). In recent years, ballroom dance has regained popularity
possibly due to the rise of media attention through shows like Dancing with the Stars and So You
Think You Can Dance (Marion 19). Throughout history, ballroom dance could help show
important features of the society including social division, musical trends, and social identities
(Harmon 8).
Culture of Ballroom Dance
Historically, ballroom dancing has been built on stereotypical notions of gender and
social class (Swartz et al. 1090). For example, it was once thought that an erect posture and
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seamless mobility indicated a higher social class as well as good health (Marion 35). Ballroom
dance was utilized to show status (Russell 44), awareness of latest fashions, mastery of proper
behavior (Aldrich), and provide proof of being a cultured person (Kassing 89). Jonathon Marion
notes that even in modern times “linking of class and ballroom has proved to be an enduring
image in the collective Western psyche” (21). Ballroom dance has often been used as a way to
teach and communicate social mores and continues to be used as a method to teach proper social
rearing and development in many parts of Europe and, to a lesser extent, in the United States;
this can be seen in cotillion programs, for example (Marion 33).
Ballroom dance has its own specific set of codes, rules, regulations, and culture (Marion
26). This was observed at a national DanceSport competition in 2018, when researcher Dr. Vicki
Harman noted, “most dancers wear a considerable amount of fake tan, their skin a deep shade of
mahogany and some are more orange. The women wear heavy make up with long false eyelashes
designed to make their features stand out long distances under harsh lights. Generally they have
their hair slick into tight buns” (1). Ballroom dance is driven by visual aesthetics and informs the
dancers’ movements, display, and performance as well as clothing, grooming, and costuming
(25-6). Many of the traits and specificities of the genre are unknown and opaque to the
‘outsider.’ Ballroom dance, and more specifically DanceSport, has a very exclusive culture that
is not openly welcoming to newcomers or outsiders.
Fashion has always been an integral part of social dancing (Murray). In interviews
performed by Dr. Harmon, many female dancers noted that the glamour displayed in ballroom
dance was one of the things that attracted them to ballroom in the first place, but many of them
mentioned the grooming required before competitions to be a time-consuming burden. This
included tanning, extravagant hair, applying false eyelashes and heavy make up, and nail
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treatments (Harmon 117). Concerns for the audience’s perceptions and the visual aspects of
performance continues to drive the genre’s governing aesthetic principles (Bosse 8).
Beyond the aesthetic pressure that is experienced through ballroom dance, dancers
experience other pressures such as: finding and keeping the ‘right’ partner, receiving lessons
with the ‘right’ teachers (meaning those whom the dancers thought could help them achieve
competitive success), time and money for dance lessons, and money for competition entry fees,
travel, accommodations, and costumes (Harmon 122). Finding the ‘right’ partner can be difficult
because of the financial and time commitment that ballroom dance, specifically competitive
ballroom dance, requires. Partnerships are often formed based on compatible build and body
shape, including leg length, body length, and overall body size and shape (66). This can prove to
be an added stress for dancers to fit a certain, or “ideal” aesthetic.
Traditional gender roles are deeply engrained in the culture and execution of ballroom
dance. Roles and expectations for dancers are taught both explicitly and implicitly. Gender and
dance category are informative of the dancer’s role and identity in the ballroom world (Marion
3). For example, female Standard dancers are often expected to be graceful and beautiful while
female Latin dancers are often thought to be sexual, confident, and flirtatious.
Costumes
Costumes in ballroom dance are designed and intended to maximize and facilitate the
artistic and expressive impact of the dancers’ movements (Marion 123). In Standard and Smooth
dances, the couple wears formal attire: ball gowns for the ladies and tailcoats or tuxedos for the
gentlemen (Garrett). An example of Standard costumes can be found in figure 2.1 and figure 2.2.
These costumes accentuate the grace and beauty that surrounds Ballroom styles. The long ball
gown flows smoothly as the dancers move counter-clockwise around a large rectangular floor. In
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Latin and Rhythm dances the women often wear revealing, short-skirted outfits and men wear
tight-fitting shirts and Latin pants with the goal to emphasize leg and hip action (Garrett). An
example of Latin dance costumes can be found in figure 2.3 and figure 2.4.

Figure 2.1. Couple Dancing Waltz
Source: Golovach, Igor. Waltz. 26 Apr. 2019, www.wikidancesport.com/wiki/1059/waltz.

Figure 2.2. Couple Dancing Foxtrot
Source: Golovach, Igor. Foxtrot. 26 Apr. 2019, www.wikidancesport.com/wiki/1053/foxtrot.
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Figure 2.3. Couple Dancing Cha-Cha
Source: Golovach, Igor. Cha Cha Cha. 14 Aug. 2019, www.wikidancesport.com/wiki/44/chacha.

Figure 2.4. Couple Dancing Bolero
Source: Blank, Boris. Bolero. 21 Jan. 2020, www.wikidancesport.com/wiki/1078/bolero.
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Dance shoes and ballroom dresses are crucial to a dancer’s success at competitions
(Murray). The Arthur Murray Dance Center, which is the second-oldest franchised ballroom
company, suggests that women should choose an eye-catching dress that separates them from the
other competitors and men should wear something complementary that does not outshine or
detract from their partners. The role of dance costumes is to stand out. To do this, Murray
suggests a high leg slit, interesting or unexpected mix of colors, and decorative details such as
rhinestones, mesh, embroidery, or cutouts. It should be noted that ballroom dance shoes and
costumes are a cost commitment; ballroom and Latin dance shoes can range from eighty to three
hundred dollars with the recommended spending price of $180 for a decent pair. Latin dresses
can range from $300 to $1,000 and Standard dresses can range from $500 to $2,000, although,
these costs can go down by purchasing used costumes. A more detailed explanation of costuming
trends can be found in table 2.1
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Table 2.1
Elaborated Costuming Trends, by Ballroom Style and Gender
(Marion 124)
Style

Female

Male

Standard

Ball gown with floats; Solid-piece shoe,
either ‘nude’ or matching dress with
approx. 2.5 in. heel; Hair up, black or
blonde

Black tail suit; white bow tie; 1 in.
standard heel in either black leather
or patent; Short hair; no facial hair

Smooth

Ball gown with no floats (may have
some open cut-outs); Closed-toe shoe,
either ‘nude’ or matching dress with
approx. 2.5 in. heel; Hair semi-up; black,
blonde, or red

Long-sleeved shirt with waistcoat or
dinner jacket; tie either black or
matching partner’s dress. 1 in.
standard heel, either black or
matching trousers; Short hair, no
facial hair

Rhythm

Short dress, often w/fringe, feathers and
beading; Open-toe shoe, typically ‘nude’
or matching dress with approx. 3 in.
heel; Hair up or down; black, blonde, or
red

Tight trousers and shirt; 1.5–2 in.
Cuban heel, either black or matching
trousers; Short or long hair; little
facial hair

Latin

Shortest dress, often with fringe,
feathers and beading; Open-toe shoe,
typically ‘nude’ or matching dress with
approx. 3 in. heel; Hair up or down;
black, blonde, or red

Tight trousers and shirt; 1.5–2 in.
Cuban heel, either black or matching
trousers; Short or long hair; no facial
hair

Ballroom dance costumes have been thought to promote feelings of beauty, glamour,
artistry, and desire (Harmon 109). Research and interviews completed by Dr. Vicki Harmon
found that many ballroom dancers have noted feelings of pleasure in wearing the beautiful
gowns or sexy Latin costumes and feeling attractive, feminine, and confident (124). This feeling
of confidence is not true for everyone, as some dancers have expressed that the costumes
contributed to the pressure of fitting into a certain slender body type (Dawlowski 172). This is
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especially heightened if the dancer did not like their body, which led to greater anxiety and
pressure to conform to a thin aesthetic (191). Audience members were also more critical about
some costumes if they were too revealing for someone with a fuller figure or deemed
inappropriate for an older female dancer.
Gender Roles
Traditional gender roles are displayed explicitly throughout ballroom dance (Lieb and
Bulman 602). The exaggerated gendered movement taught through ballroom dance might
demonstrate the attraction and appeal some people feel towards ballroom dance and the ballroom
dance community (Machin 17-8). Ballroom dance creates the illusion that certain genders are
particularly suited for specific tasks, such as men appearing assertive and strong while women
appear elegant and graceful (Machin 39). Researchers of competitive ballroom dance, Leib and
Butler note, “on the competition ballroom dance floor, costumes, songs, and gestures coordinate
seamlessly to produce traditional images of aggressive, domineering males and delicate, sexually
receptive females” (603). The style of dance, music, and costuming are all used as an avenue to
showcase the roles of each dancer; roles assigned based on the sex of the dancer (Butler et al.
365-6). Ballroom dancing performs traditional, pre-feminist gender dynamics in every dance
style on some level (Lieb and Bulman 603).
Ballroom dance can be used to reinforce the gender roles one might be expected to fill but
also allows an open space for discussing gender while providing the possibility to fall back into
the comfort zone of traditional notions (Harmon 88). Ballroom dance class can be used to teach
norms that are valued both on and off the dance floor such as men offering their hand to women
to escort them (Machin 82). Hazel Fletcher, a respected ballroom dance tutor and judge,
concluded that dance coaching should be about “reminding the dancers of their own role in life”
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(Richardson 214). Fletcher also comments that ballroom dances are metaphors for heterosexual
courtship (215).
Many of the gender roles found in ballroom dance are reaffirmed through leading and
following. Leading is about strength, posture, frame, and hand pressure and puts the movement
under the man’s responsibility and control (Harmon 82). Following is about responding and
reacting, but it is not about anticipating the leader’s actions. Instruction on ‘how to lead’ is
explicitly taught and stated on all different levels (82). Author and researcher, Joanna Bosse
observed,
In learning about lead and follow, reciprocity and connection, gender is performed
according to a very specific set of codes and conventions that govern bodily movements
and bodily responses. In training one’s body to ‘suggest’ (lead) a move and/or to respond
to a suggestion (follow), dancers critically engage gendered ideas of dominance and
submission, invitation and answer in order to construct and reconstruct themselves as
gendered subjects. (19)
Although total acceptance of the lead/follow relationship may be challenging and even politically
troublesome, it still may be necessary for achievement of the optimal experience (Bosse 130).
Jonathon Marion once stated that “the man is not only permitted to lead a woman around the
dance floor but is ‘obligated to do so” (141). Part of this lead is for safety, since the woman is
almost always backwards in traveling dances. This safety and protection is engrained in ballroom
dance; many ballroom dance positions were historically designed to allow freedom of a man’s
sword arm so that he could better protect his partner (Lieb and Bulman 604).
In previous centuries, Americans often perceived women as the gentler sex, occupying
roles of being beautiful, delicate, and defenseless creatures (Lieb and Bulman 604). Ballroom
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dance tends to honor society’s traditional standards by requiring women to hold passive
mannerisms while men assume leadership and dominance (604). This is evident in many dance
styles but an example can be seen in the Paso doble, a dance in which the male acts as a matador
and the female serves as the matador’s cape. This dance culminates with the male enacting a
lethal sword thrust while the female descends rapidly to the floor lifelessly as a reenactment of
death (Lieb and Bulman 608). This reenactment can be seen in figure 2.5 and figure 2.6.

Figure 2.5. Couple Dancing Paso doble
Source: Golovach, Igor. Paso Doble. 14 Aug. 2019, www.wikidancesport.com/wiki/42/pasodoble.
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Figure 2.6. Couple’s Final Pose in Paso doble
Source: Golovach, Igor. Paso Doble. 14 Aug. 2019, www.wikidancesport.com/wiki/42/pasodoble.
Dance, as a whole, has played both a conservative and progressive role in gender norms
(Richardson 215). Although ballroom dance allows exaggerated gender roles, the technique
requires male dancers to synthesize masculinity and femininity (207). This technique reworks
and challenges gendered assumptions of masculine movement while allowing masculine
expression outside cultural norms (Lieb and Bulman 613). An example of this reworking and
femininity can be found in Latin dancing, which utilizes a toe-ball lead and locking hips and
knees to create hip movement; this is paired with strong arm movements and expanded chest to
create a masculine appearance (Richardson 214). Part of this masculinity despite some
‘feminine’ movements comes from a hyper-feminine female counterpart (207).
Following a leader through a dance movement sequence can be challenging for a novice
dancer. For a woman to follow, she must “shut off her brain”; she must wait for her partner to
indicate a movement before following it through (Harmon 81). Great effort is required to
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perform these tasks, but the labor must always be concealed (Richardson 215). Ballroom dance,
like many other dance styles should appear effortless and easy to the spectator. It is famously
quoted, from a Bob Thaves comic strip, that Ginger Rogers did everything that Fred Astaire did
backwards and in heels. Female ballroom dancers are expected to be graceful and beautiful. In
season five of the popular television show, Dancing with the Stars, famous U.S. Women’s
Soccer goalie, Hope Solo was often criticized for not being ‘feminine’ enough. The judges and
her assigned partner, Valentin Chmerkovisky made Solo continually aware of the fact that she
could not be a powerful, strong female athlete and a graceful, fluid female dancer
simultaneously. The judges also noted that Solo’s athletic features were at odds with her dance
partner (Butler et al. 368).
Although exaggerated traditional gender roles might be considered troubling to some
people, some dancers report enjoyment being able to fill a traditional, specific role that they
don’t necessarily experience in their daily lives (Leib and Bulman 611). Regardless of the
seemingly archaic gender roles being performed, dance routines can be used to draw attention to
the performativity of gender (Richardson 212).
DanceSport
DanceSport is the name for competitive ballroom dancing that is strictly codified and
regulated by rules set forth by the World DanceSport Federation (WDSF). Dance turned into a
genuine sport at the beginning of the twentieth century when an elite group of dancers turned the
ballroom into a venue for contests and competitions (WDSF). The term “DanceSport” was
coined by the WDSF in the early 1980s. Most DanceSport competitions consist of three different
disciplines: Latin dances, Standards dances, and Ten Dances (five Latin dances and five
Standard dances). Each year WDSF grants approximately 1,500 competitions worldwide for
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those three disciplines, organized into professional and amateur divisions ranging across all ages;
sometimes in the United States “pro-am” (professional amateur) competitions are held (WDSF).
In order for dancers to take part in competitions, dancers must participate in medal tests
(Harmon 80). Medal tests indicate which level the dancer is at and should compete at with the
three levels being bronze, silver, and gold. There are specific dance steps that accompany each
level and dancers typically would not be able to perform movements that are not in the level they
are competing in. These medal tests are done for Latin and Standard dancing, typically twice a
year, in order to move up and compete (80).
DanceSport competitions are highly ritualized events that depend heavily on the
individual and couple performance (Marion 19). In these competitions a couple must consist of a
male and female partner (WDSF). During these competitions there are many couples on the floor
competing at the same time, performing their multiple routines to whatever music is playing for
the style, each being performed for about 90 to 120 seconds. Multiple rounds or “heats” are done
to eliminate couples until it is reduced to a six-couple final round. In the final round adjudicators
rank each couple in order of merit from one to six, one being the highest rank. A partnership’s
success is determined by technical and tactical skills, morphological and motor abilities, and
aesthetic of movement (Premelc et al. 1). Appearance is also one of the elements on which the
dancers are being judged; female dancers have stated that a mistake with their hair or make-up
could potentially be costly to their success in the competition (Harmon 118). DanceSport
competitions typically last between six to eight hours (Monleon et al. 23).
Due to criticism of objectivity in judging, WDSF constructed a new judging system using
a figure skating model in 2013. This new model was made with a goal to allow more objective
and reliable judging as well as provide better feedback to dancers (Premelc et al. 2). The judging
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system was also improved by WDSF to a level deemed acceptable to potentially become an
Olympic sport (Premelc et al. 2). The judging system now considers four main judging criteria
(seen in table 2.2), utilizes a higher number of judges and allows a lower number of dancers to be
on the floor competing at the same time (2).
Table 2.2
Judging Criteria Issued by the WDSF in 2013
Technical
Part
Technical Qualities
Movement to Music

Artistic Part
Partnering Skills
Choreography and
Performance

Posture and hold

Timing

Couple position

Choreography

General principles

Shuffle timing

Leading

Creativity

Basic actions

Specific rhythm
requirements

Basic actionpartnering

Personal style

Specific principles

Expression
Personal interpretation

Line figurespartnering

Interpretation
Characterization

With this new judging criteria the technical aspects of the performance were shown to be
more reliable and objective than the artistic parts (Premelc et al. 3). Some dancing experts have
warned that this new system brings no improvement and that this criterion is still too subjective
(6). Other things that might influence judging are the mental and physical fatigue on adjudicators
and sequence of performers; some studies have show that competitors who appear later in a
sequence tend to receive higher scores than those who appear earlier (Premelc et al. 6).
Overall, after completing dozens of interviews with competitors, researcher Dr. Harman
found that many DanceSport competitors reported feeling a positive physical and psychological
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sense of progression from participating in competitions, as well as a sense of belonging and
community (Harman 115).
Body Image
Body image is defined as the subjective perception of one’s body in terms of how it looks
and feels; this perception can change and vary depending on mood, experience, and environment
(Danis et al 856). Body perception comprises body image and body schema; the latter of which
can be defined as “sensorimotor representation of the anatomical body in space and allows
development of actions” (Fonesca et al 496). Body image can be defined as,
the perceptions, thoughts, and emotions that individuals have about their bodies. It is
multidimensional, comprising cognitive, behavioral, and emotional components. (Walter
and Yanko 241)
The concept of body image usually begins in infancy and develops over time and throughout an
individual’s life (Cash et al.). This image develops throughout our lives in the context of
sociocultural factors (Clay et al. 451); it is elastic and can be changed and determined through
new information and social experience (O’Dea 141). Body image is most sensitive and
vulnerable in older children and young adults due to external pressures and their concerns about
other’s perceptions of their appearance (Cash et al.). Body image can be damaged or enhanced
through outside influences; education and intervention programs have been shown to
significantly aid in the promotion of positive and healthy body image (O’Dea 141).
Positive body image is usually thought to include body appreciation, body acceptance,
functionality, and intuitive eating (Homan 3). On the other side of the spectrum, distorted body
image (also known as negative body image) refers to an unrealistic view of how someone sees
their body (Rocha and Frid 11).
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Influences on Body Image
Body image has been found to be a major concern among young people in several
Westernized countries (O’Dea 142). It is a “product of sensory and behavioral experience
including physical appearance, somatic changes, societal norms and cultural ideas of
attractiveness and beauty” (Bedford and Johnson 42). Although body image has been found to be
more of a concern for women, men have also reported concerns over body image (Hausenblas
and Fallon 34). Body image researcher, Thomas Cash suggests that women may be more
concerned with body image because they are usually more critical of their body as a whole and
of the individual parts. Body image is central to adolescent girls’ self-definition and the inability
to obtain a certain aesthetic can lead to body image disturbance in both women and men
(Hausenblas and Fallon 34).
There are many different potential influences on body image. Research suggests that societal
norms can strongly influence how an individual feels about their body (Bedford and Johnson 43).
Sociocultural influences can serve as the catalyst for people’s desire to conform to unrealistic
physical standards (Hausenblas and Fallon 33) and have been found to play an important role in
predicting body image (McCabe and Ricciardelli 15). The awareness and perception of societal
pressures of appearance also play a role in eating dysfunctions and self esteem (7-8). The
internalization of perceived societal pressure to have a ‘perfect body’ can lead to negative body
image and a series of maladaptive behaviors that can have an impact on quality of life (Danis et
al. 856). A study focused on the conceptual foundations and construct of body image, completed
by researchers Tracy Tylka and Nichole Wood-Barcalow, found that many happenings can
threaten body image, such as “being teased about weight, seeing advertisements containing
dieting messages and/or models who conform to media appearance ideals, being told to go on a
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diet, conversing with someone who begins to engage in body talk, being weighed at the doctor’s
office, and realizing that an article of clothing has become tighter in the waistband” (119).
Several other studies have found that puberty is often associated with higher levels of body
dissatisfaction (McCabe and Ricciardelli 16). A variety of internal or external forces can
influence body image.
Other influencers of body image are personality, family, biological factors, and the
culture of extra-curriculars or sports (Walter and Yanko 242). Although exercise often has a
positive influence on body image (Hausenblas and Fallon 497), participation in aesthetic sports
can influence participants to maintain a lean bodily physique that is considered ideal and optimal
for peak performance (Viren and Harris 40). Aesthetic sports, in which participants are often
objectified and have a strong emphasis on appearance of thinness, can also lead to greater body
dissatisfaction or body shame (Albano 10). Thin-ideal internalization is considered a key risk
factor for the development of negative body image and disordered eating (Halliwell 509).
Negative body image, or body image dissatisfaction (BID) occurs when there is
inconsistency between one’s current and ideal body image (Bedford and Johnson 42). Some of
the greatest predictors of BID among college-aged women are the internalization and awareness
of societal pressures to be thin, pressure from the media to be thin, and the importance one
attributes to the media’s messages (Oktan 43). Conversely, there is correlational evidence that
body appreciation is associated with low levels of consumption of appearance-focused media and
is negatively correlated with the internalization of sociocultural ideals (Halliwell 509).
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Effects of Negative Body Image
According to the American Psychological Association, negative body image is a principle
component and predictor of a variety of health problems such as depression, obesity, body
dysmorphic disorder and eating disorders. Body image concerns are often associated with overall
poor self-concept in adolescents, including poor physical, social, and academic self-concepts as
well as overall self esteem (O’Dea 141). Women are often more susceptible than men to a
negative body image and feelings of dissatisfaction with their appearance and weight (Frederick
et al. 171). Individuals with a negative body image are also more likely to diet and more
vulnerable to develop eating disorders (O’Dea 141).
The body image that one has about himself or herself affects personal and professional
interactions in day-to-day life (Barr and Oliver 101). Those that have negative body image or
body image insecurities often also have low self-esteem, unhealthy mental conditions, and eating
disorders (Danis et al. 856). Negative body image can also lead to body dissatisfaction which
involves an excessive cognitive and behavioral investment in one’s physical appearance and in
defining one’s self (Albano 4). Body dissatisfaction can lead to dramatic attempts to alter
appearance as well as certain eating disorders (Irvine et al. 38). Body image disturbances are part
of the American Psychiatric Association’s diagnostic criteria for anorexia nervosa and bulimia
nervosa (Harmon 4).
Recent decades have seen a significant rise in the frequency of eating disorders (Herpertz
et al. 679). These disorders have been shown to be especially high in females from western
countries ranging from ages twelve to thirty (Albano 4). Studies have indicated that female dance
students within that age range are even more preoccupied with weight, eating habits, and body
image than other females in the general population; this also puts them in greater danger of
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developing eating disorders (Walter and Yanko 240). If left untreated and unattended, eating
disorders can have severe physical and mental health implications that can destroy the quality of
life and even cause death (240).
A person’s relationship and feelings in regards to their body can play a central role in
developing self-harm behavior (Oktan 178). Individuals who experience body image
dissatisfaction often encounter feelings of contempt and disrespect for their own bodies which
may lead to distorted behaviors in an attempt to control or lose weight, such as fad dieting,
excessive exercise, vomiting, smoking, or taking supplements such as diet pills, diuretics, or
laxatives (Bedford and Johnson 43).
Negative body image can also lead to body dysmorphic disorder (BDD), which is a
mental disorder that creates an obsession with one’s body image; this is most common in
adolescents (Cash et al.). A person suffering from BDD is often very critical about his or her
appearance or body image, even though anyone looking at the person sees nothing out of the
ordinary. BDD often leads to or can be linked to depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder,
anxiety, and, in extreme cases, suicide (Cash et al.).
Self-Esteem and Body Image
Self-esteem is defined as an individual’s sustained sense of liking oneself; it is typically
expressed in global self-esteem, feelings or self worth, and self-evaluation (O’Dea 141).
Self-esteem can reflect a positive or negative attitude towards the self and can be a key indicator
of psychological well being (Clay et al. 451). Body image has been found to be closely
associated with self-esteem (Cash et al.); however, there is a higher and more intense connection
with body image and self-esteem during adolescence than during any other age (O’Dea 142).
These perceptions of the physical body are also a key component in self-concept and are a
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fundamental part of self-worth (142). If an individual experiences positive body image they often
have a positive self-worth and an appreciation for the functionality and diverse appearance of
their body (Tylka and Wood-Barcalow 119).
Body image and appearance perceptions consistently emerge as the strongest single
predictor of self-esteem among both male and female adolescents in western countries (Clay et
al. 455). Self-esteem plays a central role in the mental health of young people as individuals with
low self-esteem may experience heightened body image vulnerability (O’Dea 141-2). Selfesteem is also regarded as one of the most important variables associated with self-harm
behaviors (Oktan 183). Body image and self-esteem often go hand in hand with each other.
Body Image and Dance
Participation in dance has many advantages, such as generating high self-esteem,
encouraging physical activity (Walter and Yanko 241), and has been related to a higher global
self-esteem and greater physical self-esteem (O’Dea 143). Dance can also be used as a means of
self-expression and lead to a greater sense of body empowerment (Langdon 230). A study
completed by researcher, Carrie Pledger, which looked at older elementary students enrolled in
an after-school dance program for sixteen weeks, found that students demonstrated significant
improvement in BMI and endurance (63). It has been suggested that dance, at beginner levels,
may promote positive body image because it allows individuals to develop a sense of body
empowerment; however, dance at advanced levels can result in a more negative body image
(Viren and Harris 40).
Women already experience pressures from society in the United States to maintain a thin
and tightly controlled physique and this is further highlighted in the performing dance world
(Oliver 39). In dance, the perfect body becomes a “standardized ideal that serves as a self-
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imposed assessment tool by and for students” (Barr and Oliver 101). Studies have indicated that
female dance students, ages fifteen to thirty, are more preoccupied with weight, eating habits,
and body image than females in the general population (Walter and Yanko 240). This could
contribute to why dancers have been found to be at greater risk for developing eating disorders
than other athletes and non-athletes (241). It should be noted that the level of risk for developing
eating disorders in dancers has been found dependent upon the level of competitiveness, culture,
and age (242).
It has been suggested that dance type may also influence body image; dance types that
require individuals to attain excessively slender physiques for task (performance advantages) or
social reasons (adherence to images of idealized dancers) often result in a more negative body
image (Viren and Harris 41). In ballroom dance, these tasks can be manifested through lifts or
tricks involved and social reasons can be displayed through revealing costumes. Revealing
costumes allow the audience and/or judges to see all the specific body movements featured in
ballroom dance, such as hip and knee action. These influences could create a distorted body
image for the dancers involved.
While researching for her book, Dr. Vicki Harman observed that ballroom teachers often
commented on the ‘look’ of the couple as a part of the tryout and selection process. This
included whether their bodies together ‘caused offense’; looking too stocky or wide as a
partnership was seen as undesirable (66). As research for her dissertation, Dr. Denise Machin
observed ballroom students from Utah Valley University and Brigham Young University and
noted that, in order to be considered a desirable partner, the woman must be a good dancer and
physically attractive (99). These influences could contribute to a distorted body image for the
dancers involved.
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Dancers of all genres can feel pressure to conform to the norms of thinness because their
bodies are under observation and spotlight (Oliver 38). Dancers are judged on their art and skill,
but also their appearance (Walter and Yanko 242). Dancers’ desire to appeal to an audience
works to reinforce body image based on appearance (Langdon 290). This pressure and potential
perceived deficiency by the dancer could even be enough to derail their dance career (Barr and
Oliver 108). Dance, as an aesthetic sport has deep connections with body image.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Overview
The purpose of this study was to discover what effects, if any, collegiate ballroom dance
culture has on the body image perception and self esteem of participants. The researcher used the
following research questions to guide the study:
Q1

In what ways does the culture of collegiate ballroom dance programs promote a
specific body image perception?

Q2

To what degree does body image perception influence performance satisfaction
and self-esteem?

The methodology chapter will explain the process used to design the research
instruments, conduct the study, collect data, and describe the process of examining the data at the
outcome of the study. The researcher used an electronic survey with questions that provided
responses that were analyzed primarily quantitatively but contained five questions that were
analyzed qualitatively. The questions included in the survey intended to measure collegiate
ballroom dancers’ body image perceptions and self esteem in regards to their collegiate ballroom
experiences. Some questions were included to identify background and demographic information
on the participants.
Prior to the beginning of the study, the researcher submitted a narrative to the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) for approval. This formal narrative included a description of
the purpose, methods, data collection, data analysis procedures, data handling procedures,
risks/discomforts, and benefits of the study. Consent forms and the research instruments were
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also submitted for IRB approval. A copy of the narrative and the IRB approval letter can be
found in Appendix A and the consent form can be in found in Appendix B.
Research Design and Methods
The researcher collected data with an electronic survey that contained questions focused
on body image, self-esteem, and specific ballroom dance influence on body image and self
esteem. The researcher utilized Qualtrics, an online software used for collecting and analyzing
data, to design the survey. The study included quantitative, qualitative, and descriptive type
methodology to answer the research questions, which motivated the study.
The survey included thirty-five questions: eight multiple choice, two fill-in-the-blank, six
yes or no, and nineteen scale questions (strongly disagree to strongly agree). All of these
questions, except for four, that included an area where the participant could provide a specific
example, were analyzed quantitatively. The four questions that included a write-in portion were
analyzed qualitatively by identifying recurring themes and ideas. The electronic survey was
distributed through email, social media, and word of mouth. Responses to this survey were
collected from February 27, 2020 to May 23, 2020.
In order to participate in this survey, participants were required to be currently involved
and enrolled in a ballroom dance program through a University or college. All of those who
agreed to take part in the survey were directed to an electronic consent form through a hyperlink,
which required completion prior to beginning the survey. The researcher used Qualtrics to
electronically distribute and collect consent forms. All survey results were password protected
and stored electronically on Qualtrics technology. The participants were given the option to
download, print, or save the consent form. The consent form can be found in Appendix B and the
survey can be found in Appendix C.
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Restrictions
This study specifically focused on participants who were currently enrolled in a formal
ballroom dance program, not individuals who were formerly involved in a program. This was to
help demonstrate and identify the influences of a ballroom dance program on participants, as
they were actively involved in it. Approximately two weeks after the researcher had started
distributing the electronic survey, all universities had switched to online learning because of the
Covid-19 Pandemic. The researcher continued to reach out to potential participants through
email and social media but did not gain any new participants after March 13, 2020.
Research Participants
This study focused on participants who were currently involved and enrolled in a
ballroom dance program through a University or college in the United States. Most participants
and potential participants were recruited from Utah and Idaho due to the prevalence of ballroom
dance in higher education in those areas and the accessibility to the researcher. Potential
participants, as well as teachers and professors of potential participants were contacted via email
with an explanation of the study and a hyperlink that took participants to the electronic consent
form and electronic survey. The hyperlink to the study was also distributed through social media
and word of mouth. Participation in this study was voluntary and did not include any
compensation for the participants. The individuals could cease participation in the survey at any
time without repercussions. Participants submitted all answers to the survey through Qualtrics
and their responses were password coded to remain secure and confidential.
In total, twenty-four individuals participated in the study: ten males and fourteen females
(Figure 3.1). Of the twenty-four participants, two of the males only completed the first page of
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questions and did not click “next” to complete the rest. Eight additional individuals started the
survey but did not finish. The age of the participants ranged from 18 to 26+ (Figure 3.2).
Demographic of Participants

Males
42%
Females
58%

Figure 3.1. Demographic of Research Participants
Age Range of Particpants
Age 18-21

Age 22-25

8%
21%

71%

Figure 3.2. Age Range of Research Participants.

Age 26 +
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Data Collection
Quantitative and qualitative methods were used to analyze data from this study,
answering thirty-five questions, four of which included short answer responses. The short answer
question responses were analyzed using qualitative methodology to identify common themes.
Other survey questions required a yes, no, or elicited a response on a numerical scale, which
were analyzed quantitatively.
Research Instruments Used in the Study
Data for this study was collected through an electronic survey that was divided into three
sections: 1) body image perception, 2) self-esteem, and 3) body image and self esteem with
regards to specific ballroom influence.
Participant Questionnaire
The survey included a total of thirty-five questions. The first four questions provided
general background demographics of the participant, including sex, age, height, and weight. The
next thirteen questions involved responses of yes, no, or occasionally: five addressing body
image, two addressing self-esteem, and six involving body image and self-esteem in ballroom
specific categories. Five questions from this section also included an optional short answer
section: one for a body image question and the other four for ballroom specific questions. Within
the short answer question section, the participants were asked to provide specific examples to
accompany their responses. The other nineteen questions required numerical scale responses
ranging from zero to ten showing strongly disagree to strongly agree. Of these questions, seven
addressed body image, six addressed self-esteem, and six addressed body image and self-esteem
in a ballroom specific context.
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Data Analysis
Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used to analyze the data in this study.
Participants completed thirty-five questions in the electronic survey resulting in the data used for
this research. Quantitative data was analyzed through Qualtrics, exported in Excel, and organized
into percentages utilizing tables and charts. To elicit qualitative results, the researcher analyzed
the responses to the short answer questions and identified common themes found in participant
responses. These responses were also analyzed and presented quantitatively once themes were
identified. Data was analyzed both as a whole group and by male and female responses.
Quantitative Data
The questions in the survey that required a yes or no response and the numerical scale
questions were analyzed numerically. The data was analyzed based on participants’ perception of
their body image and self-esteem. The outcomes of the quantitative data are displayed in tables
and figures which show the similarities and differences in the answers. The responses to the short
answer questions were also analyzed quantitatively using the common themes and trends in the
answers. These outcomes are also organized and displayed on a graph to show consistencies and
differences.
Qualitative Data
The electronic survey included five short answer questions that were analyzed to create
the qualitative data. One question focused on body image while the other four focused on body
image related to ballroom dance prompting the participant to include a specific example. These
questions were analyzed to identify common themes in the responses, and they were designed
with the hope that participants would include personal examples to justify and explain their
responses to questions.
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Summary
In this chapter the researcher discussed the context of this study and provided a detailed
description of the methodology utilized throughout this survey-based research project. This
chapter included information about the approval through the University of Northern Colorado
IRB Board, survey design, survey distribution, research participants, and data collection. Data
was analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively to help provide a clearer understanding of
participants’ responses and experiences. Detailed findings and analysis of this data can be found
in the following Discussion chapter.
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CHAPTER IV
DISCUSSION
In this study the researcher examined the participants’ perspectives on their body image
perception, self-esteem, and the extent to which the culture of collegiate ballroom dance
programs influences either of those. The survey used for this study asked participants to analyze
their personal perceptions on each of these things and aimed to gauge what effects and
influences, if any, a collegiate ballroom dance program had on their self-awareness. The
participants in this survey were, at the time of the study, enrolled in a ballroom dance program at
a college or university. In this chapter, the researcher discusses detailed responses to the
questions in the survey. This chapter is organized to follow the three sections of the survey: body
image, self-esteem, and ballroom specific questions about body image and self-esteem and then
focuses on the research questions.
Body Image
The questions in this section of the survey were designed to gain information on the
participants’ body image perception as well as their general opinions about their bodies and
appearances. When participants were asked if they felt comfortable with the size and/or shape of
their bodies forty-six percent stated that they were moderately comfortable with a total of
seventy-one percent ranking that they were more on the comfortable side. Figure 1 shows
participants responses to question seven in which asked: if you could modify your body (i.e. lose
weight, gain muscle, change the size/shape, etc.) would you?
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Only one participant stated that they would not make any modifications to their body if
they could. Figure 4.2 shows some of the most common areas that participants stated they would
like to modify. The two most common modifications that participants listed were to lose weight
and gain muscle.
If you could modify your body would you?

4%

Yes
No

96%

Figure 4.1. Participant Responses to Survey Question Six
O
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Modifications Participants would make to their bodies

Lose Weight
Modifications Participants
would make to their
bodies
Gain Muscle

48%

50%

52%

54%

56%

58%

Figure 4.2. Themes Found in Participant Responses to Survey Question Six
Two additional male participants also stated that they would like to be taller and one
female participant stated she would like to be shorter. Additionally, other responses included
wanting to be stronger, increase flexibility, having a smaller gut and love handles, and having a
more rounded butt.
When questioned how often they worry about how others perceive their bodies six
participants (twenty-five percent) stated that they worry about it often and fifteen (sixty-three
percent) said they worry about it occasionally. Only three participants (twelve percent) stated
that they never worry about how others perceive their bodies. Figure three shows the participants
response to question eighteen, which asked if they compare their appearance to the appearance of
their classmates. Of the participants who responded “yes” to comparing their appearances to their
classmates, eighteen percent were male while eighty-two percent were female.
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Furthermore, ten participants (forty-two percent) stated that they are not conscious of small
changes in their weight while seven participants (twenty-nine percent) stated they only
occasionally are aware and another seven (twenty-nine percent) stated that they are aware.
Do you compare your appearance to the appearances of your
classmates?
Yes

Occasionally

No

12%
46%
42%

Figure 4.3. Participant Responses to Survey Question Eighteen
o
The additional seven questions that were related to body image were all ranked on a
numerical scale. A statement was presented, to which the participants would choose whether
they agreed, disagreed, or were neutral. These statements and participants’ responses can be
found in table 4.1. Of the participants who agreed with question twenty-one, “I deliberately
check my appearance”, seven participants (thirty-two percent) strongly agreed with ranking
either a nine or ten. In question statement thirty-two, “it is important that I always look good”, of
the eleven participants who agreed with this statement, five were male and six were female
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Table 4.1.
Participant Responses to Numerical Scale Questions about Body Image
Statements for
Percentage of
Percentage of
Participants
Participants Who
Participants Who
Agreed
Were Neutral
I often deliberately
86%
0%
check my
appearance.
I think about my
45%
0%
weight often
throughout the day.
I constantly worry
50%
14%
about being or
becoming fat.
I carefully consider
22%
18%
what food I eat.
It is important that I
50%
18%
always look good.
I am self-conscious
55%
27%
when my grooming
isn’t right.
I like the way I look
18%
23%
without my clothes
on.

Percentage of
Participants Who
Disagreed
14%
55%
36%
59%
36%
18%
59%

Self-Esteem
The first question in the survey that relates to self-esteem is question thirteen, which ask
participants to rate their self-esteem on a scale of 0-10 (0 being lowest 10 being highest). Figure
4.4 shows the participants responses to this question as well as a breakdown of responses by
male and female. Only six total participants rated their self-esteem as being five or lower, of
these participants five were female and one was male. . Figure 4.5 shows participants responses
to question fourteen: does your appearance influence your mood? (For example, your mood may
be worse on days you do not feel attractive or good about your looks).
Only two participants (eight percent) stated that their appearance does not influence their
mood; of these two, one was male and one was female. Table 4.2 shows the participant responses
to the numerical scale questions that were related to self-esteem. On question statement thirty-
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four, “I feel that I have a number of good qualities”, six participant’s rated ten while only four
participants rated themselves below five, the lowest being a two. The response for question
twenty-six, “my weight affects the way I feel about myself”, were split fairly evenly with
thirteen participants agreeing and nine participants disagreeing with the statement.
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Figure 4.4. Participants’ Self-Esteem Rated on a Scale of Zero to Ten
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Does your appearance influence your mood?

8%

Yes
50%
42%

Occasionally
No

Figure 4.5. Participant Responses to Survey Question Fourteen
Table 4.2.
Participant Responses to Numerical Scale Questions about Self-Esteem
Statements for Participants
Percentage of
Percentage of
Participants Who
Participants
Agreed
Who Were
Neutral
My weight affects the way
59%
0%
I feel about myself.

Percentage of
Participants Who
Disagreed
41%

I feel that I have a number
of good qualities.

82%

4%

14%

I feel good about myself.

64%

18%

36%

I feel that I have a number
of good qualities.

73%

4%

23%

On the whole I am satisfied
with myself.

73%

9%

18%
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Ballroom Specific Questions about
Body Image and Self-Esteem
The majority of participants noted that they never felt pressure by a coach or teacher to fit
a culturally ideal look (ninety-two percent), that their teacher or coach never negatively
influenced how they felt about themselves (eighty-eight percent), or that their dance partner
never negatively influenced how they felt about themselves (eighty-eight percent). Of the three
participants (twelve percent) that stated that their ballroom coach or teacher did negatively
influence their feeling about themselves they made notes that: the teacher was mean, made me
feel small and looked down upon as well as inferior to the favorite dancers, and that their coach
would hold the team emotionally hostage.
Of the three participants (twelve percent) that stated that their dance partner has
negatively influenced how they felt about themselves specified stating that: the partner said I
wasn’t strong enough, that they wouldn’t talk to me after dancing, and that my partner had made
some crack about how I must be new to lifts because I was so bad at them. Additionally, nineteen
participants (seventy-nine percent) stated that the size or shape of their body has never prevented
them from auditioning, performing, or competing in dance. The other five participants (twentyone percent) that stated yes for this question provided examples such as: I won’t do dances with
overhead lifts, finding costumes that are supportive of the chest is awkward, prevented from
participating in certain styles because I am not easy to lift, and I didn’t audition for anything in
high school or the first two years of college.
Figure 4.6 shows the participants’ response to question fifteen: “does your selfesteem influence your performance”? Three participants (twelve percent) stated that their selfesteem does not influence their performance, of these participants one was female and two were
male.
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Most participants also stated that the feelings about their appearance do not get in the way of
enjoying performing or competing (sixty-five percent) and no participants agreeing that their
feelings of appearance does get in the way of enjoying performing or competing. Four female
participants’ agreed that they avoid wearing certain costumes because they make them feel fat
with the majority (fifty-seven percent) disagreeing with this statement. Finally, Table 4.3 shows
the participant responses to the numerical scale questions that were focused on ballroom specific
influence on body image and self esteem.

Does your self-esteem in0luence your
performance? (For example, you
perform better on days you feel
attractive)
yes

occasionally

no

12%

38%

50%

Figure 4.6. Participants’ Response to Survey Question Fifteen
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Table 4.3.
Participant Responses to Numerical Scale Questions that are Specific to Ballroom Dance.
Statements for Participants
Percentage of
Percentage of
Percentage of
Participants Who
Participants Who
Participants Who
Agreed
Were Neutral
Disagreed
Costumes look better on
72%
9%
18%
dancers with a slim body.
Costumes look better on
68%
9%
23%
dancers who are attractive.
The audience better likes
64%
24%
12%
attractive dancers than
unattractive dancers.
I focus a lot on the way
73%
4%
23%
my body looks in class.
I sometimes disengage
32%
4%
64%
from class content while
thinking about my body.
I like the way my
41%
27%
32%
costumes fit me.
Summary
The data collected from the quantitative and qualitative analysis of responses to this
survey indicated that participants had mixed reviews of their experience with body image
perception, self-esteem, and the influence of their collegiate ballroom on either of those. The
quantitative data accumulated in this study provided the researcher with participant responses to
each of those topics. Quantitative data resulted from questions that could be answered yes or no
and numerical scale responses. Other questions allowed for the participants to provide detailed
responses and examples, which provided data that could be analyzed qualitatively.
The responses showed that most participants’ rated their self-esteem high and on the
whole were satisfied with themselves. A majority of participants’ noted that they would modify
their bodies if they could and often compare their bodies to their classmates.
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Most participants did state that their appearance does influence their performance satisfaction
and mood but also felt that their body image perception did not get in the way of their
participation in ballroom dance.

49

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
This research study was conducted to identify the influence that collegiate ballroom
dance programs have on body image perception and self-esteem. The final chapter of this thesis
restates the research questions, reviews the methodology used, summarizes the results, discusses
limitations to the study, and provides recommendations for further research.
Addressing the Research Questions
As stated throughout this thesis, the aim of this study was to identify the influence that
collegiate ballroom dance programs had on body image perception and self-esteem. The research
questions that were used to guide this study were:
Q1

In what ways does the culture of collegiate ballroom dance programs promote a
specific body image perception?

Q2

To what degree does body image perception influence performance satisfaction
and self-esteem?

The data collected from the quantitative and qualitative analysis was utilized to answer these
questions. Quantitative data resulted from the questions that could be answered yes or no and the
numerical scale questions. Qualitative data resulted from the questions that allowed participants
to provide examples or expand on their initial responses.
Question One
The first research question, which guided this study asked: in what ways does the culture
of collegiate ballroom dance programs promote a specific body image perception? The data
collected from the quantitative and qualitative analysis of responses to this survey indicated the
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participants had mixed reviews of their collegiate ballroom dance program promoting a specific
body image perception. Although most (ninety-six percent) participants would modify their body
if they could, there is no indication that ballroom dance has influenced this desire at all. The
majority of participants responded that a ballroom teacher, coach, or dance partner has never
negatively influenced how they feel about themselves or their bodies. The few participants
(twenty-one percent) that stated that their teacher or coach did negatively influence how they felt
about themselves noted things such as the coach being mean, making them feel small and
inferior, or holding the team emotionally hostage. Only two participants (eight percent) felt that a
teacher or a coach pressured them to fit a culturally “ideal” look.
Additionally, most participants (eighty-eight percent) stated that they do compare their
appearance to the appearance of classmates and felt that they focus a lot on the way their body
looks in ballroom class (seventy-three percent). Only a small number of participants (thirty-two
percent) responded that they disengage from class content while thinking about their body. Also,
most participants agreed that costumes look better on dancers with a slim body (seventy-two
percent) and dancers that are attractive (sixty-eight percent). The majority of participants (sixtyfour percent) also felt that the audience prefers attractive dancers than unattractive dancers.
Question 2
The second research question that drove this study focused on the degree to which body
image perception influences performance satisfaction and self-esteem. On a scale of zero to ten,
most participants (eighty-seven percent) rated their self-esteem being between five and nine.
Almost all participants (ninety-two percent) responded that their appearance does or occasionally
does influence their mood. Additionally, the majority of participants (eighty-eight percent) also
agreed that their self-esteem does influence their performance; they perform better on days that
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they feel attractive. However, many participants (fifty-seven percent) stated that they do not
avoid wearing certain costumes because they make them feel fat; seven participants (twentyeight percent) stated that they occasionally avoided these costumes and four participants (fifteen
percent) stated that they do avoid those costumes.
A majority of participants (sixty-five percent) responded that their feelings about their
appearance does not get in the way of enjoying performing or competing. Eight participants
(thirty-five percent) noted that their appearance sometimes gets in the way of enjoying it. The
participants had mixed responses when questioned if their weight affects the way they feel about
themselves, but the majority (fifty-nine percent) agreed with this statement. Half of the
participants (fifty percent) agreed that it is important that they always look good and over half
(fifty-five percent) agreed that they feel self-conscious if their grooming isn’t right. Finally,
although most participants moderately comfortable with their body (seventy-one percent) a vast
majority felt that they have a number of good qualities (seventy-three percent) and that on the
whole, they are satisfied with themselves (seventy-three percent).
Methods
The research instrument used in this study was an electronic survey, which consisted of
three main categories: body image, self-esteem, and ballroom influence on body image and selfesteem. These questions were designed to determine the participants’ perception of their body
image and self-esteem as well as determine what influence, if any, their collegiate ballroom
dance program had on either of these. The participants were ten males and fourteen females that
were presently involved in an undergraduate collegiate ballroom dance program. The survey
incorporated questions that would provide responses to be analyzed qualitatively.
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Interpretations of the Findings
The researcher discovered that there were a great variety of responses and experiences
with collegiate ballroom dance programs, body image perception, and self-esteem. Most
participants stated that they would modify their bodies if they could and felt that they often
deliberately check their appearance and compare their bodies to their classmates. However, they
also rated themselves as having good self-esteem and a majority of participants also felt that they
have many good qualities.
Many participants felt that they perform better on days they feel attractive and felt that
their appearance does influence their mood. Only a small of participants felt that their ballroom
coaches or partners ever had a negative influence on them; the majority did not have this
experience or feel this way. Additionally, most participants felt that costumes look better on slim
and attractive dancers but fourteen participants stated that they do not avoid wearing certain
costumes because it makes them feel fat. Overall, many of the responses of the participant
experiences were very mixed.
Limitations of the Study
The primary limitations to this study centered on the COVID-19 pandemic. At the time
that the researcher was distributing the electronic survey schools around the country, with higher
education leading the way, were switching to digital learning for the safety of their communities.
This made it extremely difficult to recruit and find participants because potential participants had
to move home unexpectedly and most likely had many other stressors. This made the first major
limitation of this study participant size.
The next limitation to this study was that the researcher wrote and designed the survey.
Although the questions were created to be unbiased, the survey was not tested for validity and

53
reliability. Some questions may have limited participant responses as well as not including
enough open response questions. Furthermore, participants were not asked what university or
college they attended or to provide any sort of proof of attendance. The years of ballroom dance
experience was also not questioned which could have been helpful information.
Recommendations for Further Research
This study resulted in interesting findings about the perceptions and experiences of the
participants of ballroom dance programs. This study focused on individuals enrolled in a
collegiate ballroom dance program regardless of years of experience. It could be useful to focus
on competitive and top rated collegiate ballroom dance programs such as those found at Brigham
Young University or Utah Valley University. Responses from individuals who were formerly
enrolled in a collegiate ballroom dance program could also be advantageous. Additionally,
focusing on individuals who actively participate and compete at DanceSport competitions,
regardless of age, could yield insightful data. It could also be beneficial to have a control group
of non-ballroom dancers to compare responses.
Conclusion
This study was developed from the researcher’s interest about ballroom dance culture and
body image after speaking with many competitive ballroom dancers and their personal
experiences with that topic. This study was created to identify what sort of influence collegiate
ballroom dance culture has on the participants’ body image perception and self-esteem, if any.
Through the use of an electronic survey, the researcher learned that largely, there was no specific
body image perception in participants that was directly influenced by the culture of collegiate
ballroom dance. As stated above, it could have been beneficial to have a control group of nonballroom dancer collegiate students in order to better identify the responses that were unique to
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ballroom dance as opposed to what might just be a normal, average response. Overall, the
findings of this study suggested that the culture of collegiate ballroom dance can influence body
image perception and self-esteem but for many participants, there is no direct correlation or
connection between these.
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Title: Strictly Ballroom: Examining how the Culture of Collegiate Ballroom Dance
Influences Body Image Perceptions
A. Purpose
1. Body image struggles and dance have often been thought to go hand in hand. Multiple

studies have shown dancers at the professional and pre-professional level consistently
strive for thinness; this has even started crossing over into dancers as young as six
(Albano 6). Ballroom dancers are not exempt to this desire for thinness and body image
struggles. This study will examine the structure and culture of collegiate ballroom
programs and the influence it has on the participant’s body image perception. This study
will seek to answer the following questions: In what ways does the structure of collegiate
ballroom programs promote a specific body image perception? Is body image perception
consistent within this group? To what degree does body image perception influence
performance satisfaction and self-esteem? This research will show whether the structure
and culture of ballroom dance dictates and/or perpetuates a particular body image. This
study will also consider and analyze the effects body image perception has on the
participants self esteem and performance satisfaction.
2. This research should fall under the expedited category because the mode of data

collection will be completed via digital online surveys. All participants of this study will
be adults and will read a non-signature informed consent form before completing the
survey. I am requesting a waiver of documentation of consent due to online survey data
collection. There is minimal risk involved with this study due to the nature of the topic
and disclosure of personal information.
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B. Methods – Be specific when addressing the following items.
1. Participants
The participants in this study will be collegiate ballroom dancers: all participants will be
adults, between the ages of 18-25. Participants will be female and male and involved in a
collegiate ballroom program in Utah. Ideally, the sample size will be anywhere from 50
to 75 participants. The participants will be contacted using email, word of mouth, social
media, and posters put up on the campuses.
2. Data Collection Procedures
Potential participants will be given a Uniform Resource Locator (URL) or a Quick
Response Code (QR code) that will link them directly to the non-signature informed
consent form for this study. Upon reading this informed consent form, they will be
automatically linked to a body image scale questionnaire to complete on Qualtrics. The
35 questions on the survey will be related to: body image, body image perception,
collegiate ballroom programs, self-esteem, self-worth, and performance.
3. Data Analysis Procedures
Once data has been collected through the surveys it will be analyzed through a data
analysis package through Qualtrics. This research will be used as a requirement for
graduation from the University of Northern Colorado’s dance education Masters of Arts
program.
4. Data Handling Procedures
All of the data will be stored in an online platform with only the researcher having access
to this information through password protection. Requiring anonymity within the survey
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data will protect the identities of participants and allow for validity. Participants will
complete the surveys anonymously so their names will not be attached to their survey at
all.
C. Risks, Discomforts and Benefits
The benefits are both professional and personal. This study should add to the knowledge
base of collegiate ballroom programs and their structure and culture; this could help with
the progression and maturation of ballroom dance culture. There is minimal risk due to
the nature of the topic and disclosure of personal information. Participants may choose to
skip any question they are not comfortable answering and may choose to discontinue the
survey at any time.
D. Costs and Compensation
Participant surveys will take approximately 15 minutes to complete. Participants will not
be compensated for participating. The personal cost involved would be tuition for the
Masters of Arts in Dance Education through University of Northern Colorado.
E. Grant Information (if applicable)
This study will not be funded by a grant.
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
Project Title:
Researcher:
E-mail:
Advisor:
E-mail:

Collegiate Ballroom Dance and Body Image Perception
Rachel Neil
Hind4959@unco.edu
Christy O’Connell-Black
Christy.OConnellBlack@unco.edu

You are invited to participate in a web-based online survey on body image perception in
collegiate ballroom dancers. This is a research project being conducted by Rachel Neil, a
graduate student at University of Northern Colorado. It should take approximately 15
minutes to complete the 35-question survey.
Purpose and Description: The primary purpose of this study is to determine the influence
collegiate ballroom dance programs have on the dancer’s body image perception and selfesteem. Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You may refuse to take part in the
research or exit the survey at any time without penalty. You are free to decline to answer
any particular question you do not wish to answer for any reason.
Benefits: You will receive no direct benefits from participation in this research study.
However, your responses may help us learn more about the culture and structure of
collegiate ballroom dance programs and it’s influence on the dancers.
Risks: There is minimal risk due to the nature of the topic and disclosure of personal
information. Participants may choose to decline to answer any question they do not wish
to answer and may discontinue the survey at any time.
Confidentiality: Your survey answers will be sent to a link at Qualtrics.com where data
will be stored in a password protected format. Qualtrics does not collect identifying
information such as your name, email address, or IP address. Therefore, your responses
will remain anonymous. No one will be able to identify you or your answers, and no one
will know whether or not you participated in the study.
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you
begin participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision
will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise
entitled. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you
have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, please
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contact Nicole Morse, Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado
Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910.
Electronic Consent: Please select your choice below. You may print a copy of this
consent form for your records. Clicking on the “Agree” button indicates that:
-

You have read the above information
You voluntarily agree to participate
You are 18 years of age or older
Agree
Disagree
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Body Image Questionnaire
Instructions—Please Read Carefully
The following questions contain a series of statements about how people might think,
feel, or behave. Your answers to the items in the survey are anonymous. To complete the
survey, read each statement carefully and decide how much it pertains to you personally.
There are no right or wrong answers; just give the answer that is most accurate for you.
Remember, your responses are confidential, so please be completely honest and answer
all items.
1. What is your gender and age?
a. Female
b. Male
2. What is your age?
a. 18-21
b. 22-25
c. 26+
3. Height ____________
4. Weight ___________
5. Do you feel comfortable with the size and/or shape of your body?
a. Extremely Comfortable
b. Moderately Comfortable
c. Slightly Comfortable
d. Neither comfortable nor uncomfortable
6. If you could modify your body (ie lose weight, gain muscle, change the
size/shape, etc) would you?
a. No
b. Yes (please specify)
________________________________________________
7. How often do you worry about how others perceive your body?
a. Often
b. Occasionally
c. Never
8. Has the size or shape of your body ever prevented you from auditioning,
performing, or competing in dance?
a. No
b. Yes (please specify a certain situation or moment)
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__________________________________________________________
9. Has a ballroom coach or teacher ever negatively influenced how you feel about
yourself?
a. No
b. Yes (please specify)
__________________________________________________________
10. Has your dance partner ever negatively influence how you feel about yourself?
a. No
b. Yes (please specify)
__________________________________________________________
11. Have you ever felt pressured by a coach or teacher to fit into a culturally “ideal”
look?
a. No
b. Yes (please specify)
__________________________________________________________
12. On a scale of 0-10 (0 being lowest, 10 being highest), how would you rate your
self-esteem?
__________________________________________________________
13. Does your appearance influence your mood? (For example, your mood may be
worse on days you do not feel attractive or good about your looks)
a. No
b. Yes
14. Does your self-esteem influence your performance? (For example, you perform
better on days you feel attractive)
a. Yes
b. Occasionally
c. No
15. Do you avoid wearing certain costumes because they make you feel fat?
a. Yes
b. Occasionally
c. No
16. Do your feelings about your appearance get in the way of enjoying performing or
competing?
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a. Yes
b. Occasionally
c. No
17. Do you compare your appearance to the appearances of your classmates?
a. Yes
b. Occasionally
c. No
18. Are you conscious of small changes in your weight?
a. Yes
b. Occasionally
c. No
____ 18. I often deliberately check my appearance.
Strongly disagree
Agree
0
1

Strongly
2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 19. I think about my weight often throughout the day.
Strongly disagree
Agree
0
1
2

Strongly
3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 20. Costumes look better on dancers with a slim body.
Strongly disagree
Agree
0
1

Strongly
2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 21. Costumes look better on dancers who are attractive.
Strongly disagree
Agree
0
1

Strongly
2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 22. The audience better likes attractive dancers than unattractive dancers.
Strongly disagree
Agree
0
1

Strongly
2

3

4

5

6

____ 23. My weight affects the way I feel about myself.

7

8

9

10
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Strongly disagree
Agree
0
1

Strongly
2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 24. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 25. I focus a lot on the way my body looks in class.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 26. I sometimes disengage from class content while thinking about my body.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 27. I constantly worry about being or becoming fat.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

_____ 28. I carefully consider what food I eat.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
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____ 29. It is important that I always look good.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 30. I am self-conscious if my grooming isn’t right.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 31. I like the way I look without my clothes on.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 32. I like the way my costumes fit me.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 33. I feel good about myself.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 34. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
Strongly disagree
Agree

Strongly
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0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

____ 35. On the whole I am satisfied with myself.
Strongly disagree

Strongly

Agree
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

